Neonatal dexamethasone treatment affects social behaviour of rats in later life.
Synthetic glucocorticoids, like dexamethasone (DEX), have been frequently administered to premature infants to prevent chronic lung disease. Major concern has arisen about the long-term neurodevelopmental sequelae of this DEX treatment. In the present study, we found that neonatal DEX treatment in rats, using a treatment protocol resembling the one used in the clinical situation, increased social play behaviour in juvenile life. Furthermore, neonatal DEX treatment increased sexual motivation and intromission behaviour in the bi-level chamber, decreased submissive behaviour during an aggressive encounter, and impaired social memory in adulthood. These changes in social behaviour are not due to a general behavioural impairment since anxiety behaviour in the elevated plus maze and exploratory activity in the open-field were not affected in DEX rats. In addition, DEX rats showed no alteration in the total duration of social interest or social activity during a social interaction test. These effects of neonatal DEX treatment on behaviour later in life likely result from neurodevelopmental actions of the hormone since we found no differences in received maternal care between DEX and SAL treated pups. Together these results indicate that neonatal treatment with DEX selectively alters aspects of the behavioural response to social challenges. Thus, neonatal DEX treatment may lead to inappropriate interactions with conspecifics later in life. These data therefore warrant investigation of lasting and potentially adverse effects of treatment of human neonates with DEX on social functioning.